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American Anarchism:

What It Is & W hat It Is Not

A% P

Joseph Labadie’s Effort To
Define It

By Carlotta Anderson



A PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY

Anarchism assumes “that what one produces would
belong to himself, and that no individual or collection
of persons, be they outlaw or state, should take any
portion of it without his knowledge or consent; that
every person should be allowed to exchange his own
products wherever he wills; that he should be allowed
to co-operate with his fellows if he chooses, or to com-
pete against them in whatever fields he elects; that
no restrictions whatsoever should be put upon him in
what he prints or reads or drinks or eats or does, so
long as he does not invade the equal rights of his
fellows.”

Joseph A. Labadie

SOLIDARITY CENTER

1148 MASSACHUSETS
LAWRENCE, KS 66044
785-865-1374

Nationalism
and
Culture

by Rudolf Rocker

I discovered this book in the 1960’s during
the Vietnam War. My first reaction to it was
anger. I didn’t like what Rocker wrote. He
was wrong, dead wrong, but for some reason
I kept reading and by the time I finished Chap-
ter 3 I had a new perspective on life. With the
precision of a fine surgeon, Rocker dissects the
State in all its manifestations and shows how
and why throughout the long course of human
history the State has been the principal enemy
of human social life and cultural development.
It is Rocker’s masterpiece, and at only $20, a
virtual bargain. Shipping is $5 additional
in the United States.

Order Nationalism and Culture from: Michael
Coughlin, Post Office Box 205, Cornucopia,
Wisconsin 54827
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Joseph A. Labadie
Sketch by Nick Coughlin

the dandelion
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From Freedom Press comes this evaluation:
“His life was interesting and important, and
Carlotta Anderson’s account of it is well-re-
searched and well-written. Although she never

knew him — she was only two when he died
— she successfully conveys the character of her
eccentric ancestor and the atmosphere of the
American left a century ago, and her book will
stand as one of the best biographies not just
of an American but of any anarchist.”

L
5

The book is available from Wayne State Univ-
ersity Press, The Leonard N. Simons Bldg.,
4809 Woodward Avenue, Detroit, MI 48201-
1309. It costs 34.95 plus $3 shipping. Folks
living in Michigan should add 6% sales tax and
those in Canada need to send 7% general sales
tax as well. It is also available at bookstores
and Amazon.com, an on-line book service.
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told number of civilians. ‘“The Anarchist”
was commonly depicted in newspaper graph-
ics as a bearded, crazed fanatic armed with
dynamite and revolver.

No matter that the bomb-thrower was
never identified. In the popular press, anar-
chists were viewed as vicious, degenerate
foreigners, hell-bent on terrorism and des-
truction of the American society. Even
after four of the Chicago anarchists died
on the scaffold, the country remained con-
vulsed by its first Red Scare.

It was to counteract the widespread
hatred and ignorance of anarchism that
Detroit labor leader and printer Joseph A.
Labadie resolved in 1888 to launch what
today would be called a public relations
campaign. He had proclaimed his conver-
sion to individualist anarchism five years
earlier, at the age of 33, after establishing
himself as a prominent labor organizer,
socialist, Greenbacker and journalist. Born
in Paw Paw, Michigan, he claimed to be
the state’s first native-born anarchist.

An experienced propagandist, Labadie

2

BOOKS FOR YOUR LIBRARY
These fine books are available from the
publisher of the dandelion.

Nationalism and Culture by Rudolph Rocker.
$20 plus $5 postage.

A Voluntary Political Government: Letters
from Charles Lane edited by Carl Watner.
$5.95 plus $3 postage.

No Statist Solutions: Anarchism and the Trou-
bles in Northern Ireland by Michael Ziesing.
$4.25 plus $2 postage.

Blowing Up Hitler: A Life of Johann Georg
Elser, Would-Be Assassin by Gerald
Williams. $5.95 plus $1.50 postage.

Liberty 1881-1908: A Comprehensive Index
by Wendy McElroy. $30 plus $3 postage.
Complete microfiche edition of Liberty sells
for $25, plus $1.50 postage. As a set, both
can be ordered for $51.50, postage included.

Benjamin R. Tucker and the Champions of
Liberty: A Centenary Anthology. $15 plus
$4 postage.

Little Blue Books —1I have an extensive col-
lection of these famous books from Girard,
Kansas. Write for a list.

Michael Coughlin
Post Office Box 205 Cornucopia, WI 54827
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not have provided a clear overview to the
general reader.?

In wanting to show the average person
that America’s anarchists were “well-behav-
ed, honest, just,” and “a good deal like
other folks,” Labadie set himself a daunting
task. It was only a few decades since the
Frenchman Pierre-Joseph Proudhon had ap-
parently been the first to call himself an an-
archist, although anti-statist concepts were
uttered by the Chinese sage Lao-tse nearly
2400 years earlier, and by the Greek Stoic,
Zeno, around 300 B.C. But for several hun-
dred years at least, the idea of anarchy
(from the Greek, meaning without a chief),
its principles and its proponents had been
deplored and despised. John Milton equated
Chaos with anarchy in Paradise Lost; Thom-
as Carlyle termed anarchy “the hatefullest
of things;” Edmund Burke wrote of “the
barbarous anarchik despotism of Turkey;”
and Sir Richard Steele claimed “the Licen-
tious are in a State of barbarous Anarchy,”
among the many who damned it.?

But Labadie trusted in the essential rat-

4

thoughts and aims of others. To attempt the
abolition of the State, by violence, would be not
simply an inauguration of the bugbear, anarchy,
so vulgarly and stupidly feared, but of a new
State with a wider base and greater despotic
power than the one to be overborne. Anarchy
in any philosophical sense can hold no relation
to forceful methods and compulsory processes,
except as they are strictly “in defence” ; whenever
it becomes aggressive, it becomes archic, necess-
arily. How far purely defensive measures may
justify combinations is a matter requiring very
nice distinctions, since engines set for defence may
be readily reversed and turned to do the work of
invasion and of despotic rule. Non-resistance
courageously persistent were preferable to phren-
sied rebellion, whose defeat is almost certain, and
whose triumph would entail evils of equal mag-
nitude with those thought to be intolerable.

In political action I have no faith. The honest
worker plays politics against professionals, who
use “loaded dice,” or “‘stack the cards”. His
safety lies in eschewing voting, and thereby not
becoming a party to his own subjection.

Education of the schools and colleges will
do little to bring anarchy or any measure of pro-
gress. Education (comes) through scientific
methods and painful experience. Our State, our

29
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reasonableness. A man of immense personal
charm and amiability, he was widely known
and admired as a prime mover in many of
Michigan’s labor bodies and a fighter in the
major social reform movements of the time.
He was a pioneer organizer of the Knights
of Labor in 1878 and the Detroit Trades
Council in 1880, a candidate for mayor on
the Greenback-Labor ticket in 1878, an
official of the Socialist Labor Party and an
influential member of the local typographic-
al union, while publishing, editing or con-
tributing to labor papers in the state and
elsewhere.

Handsome, debonair, well-dressed and
well-groomed, sporting a Buffalo Bill style
goatee and slouch hat, Jo, as he was called,
was commonly referred to as Detroit’s “gen-
tle anarchist.” Although he proclaimed at
every opportunity his conviction that “the
goal of human civilization is philosophical
anarchy,” and that ‘“the best laws, the safest
laws, and . . . the only laws necessary for the
guidance of human action are natural
laws,” his dissident ideas did not diminish

6
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21. Augustine Leroy Ballou to Labadie, March 22, 1889,
LC:

22. Marie Louise David to Labadie, April, 1889, LC.
23. William T. Holmes to Labadie, April 7, 1889, LC;
Paul Avrich, The Haymarket Tragedy (Princeton Univ-
ersity Press, 1984), 105. In 1896 Holmes published The
Historical, Philosophical and Economical Bases of
Anarchy (Columbus Junction, Jowa, E.H. Fulton, 1896),
a 75-page booklet about anarchism'’s American roots.
24. Liberty, February 25, 1888.

25. JL/CN, January 28, April 14, 1888.

26. Holmes to Labadie, April 7, 1889.

27. Tucker to Labadie, December 20, 1891, LC; Labadie,
"Anarchism: What It Is and What It Is Not” (Detroit:
The International Anarchist Group of Detroit, n.d.
[1908?1, reprinted in the dandelion, 3 (12), Winter,
1979. An anarchist conference such as Labadie had
envisioned was finally held in Chicago in 1893, Org-
anized by William Holmes, it aimed to produce a pro-
gram acceptable to all the anarchist groups. However,
both Tucker and Johann Most refused to attend
because they believed the other's views on property
were incompatible with anarchist principles. Paul
Avrich, An American Anarchist: The Life of Voltairine
de Cleyre (Princeton University Press, 1978), 152.

28. Tucker to Labadie, May 4, 1908; Voltairine de
Cleyre. May 11, 1908, LC. Labadie later conceded
the point, writing that when an anarchist “violates
the law of equal freedom” it is an act contrary to
his general principles similar to Christians violating
the principles of Jesus Christ, Labadie, "“Anarchism’
(Detroit: The Labadie Shop, 1932).

29. Agnes Inglis, "Charles Joseph Antoine Labadie,”
three-page typescript, n.d., LC.

30. Avrich, An American Anarchist, xiii-xiv.
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In a misguided attempt to save the
Knights of Labor from the Haymarket back-
lash, Powderly refused to support clemency
for the condemned men. He went so far as
declaring that it would be better “that seven
times seven men hang than to hang the
millstone of odium around the standard of
this Order in affiliating in any way with
this element of destruction.”®

Infuriated and disgusted, Labadie branded
Powderly a ‘“poltroon,” dropped out of the
Knights, and founded the Michigan Feder-
ation of Labor in its place. At the same
time, he resolved to transform the popular
view of anarchists as “an ignorant, vicious,
whisky-drinking gang, dirty in personal
habits, careless of the rights of others, and
ever ready to kill and burn.”?

He first proposed a general conference of
anarchists to be held in Detroit in the sum-
mer of 1888. Its purpose would be to draw
up a declaration of principles and methods
which might serve to counteract the mal-
icious accusations. As Labadie envisioned
it in his “Cranky Notions” column in Lib-
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THE AUTHOR

Carlotta R. Anderson is Labadie’s grand-
daughter. Her biography, All-American
Anarchist: Joseph A. Labadie and the Labor
Movement, was published by Wayne State
University Press in July, 1998. Anyone in-
terested in more information about the
subject of this article, including biographical
details of the anarchists represented, may
reach her through this magazine or by
e-mail at: CarlottaRA@aol.com. She has
also set up a Joseph Labadie website with a
selection of essays and poems by him at:
http://members.aol.com/labadiejo.

NOTES

LC = Labadie Collection, Special Collections Library,
University of Michigan.

JL/CN =Joseph Labadie, “Cranky Notions” column
in Liberty.

l. Joseph A. Labadie, "Cranky Notions,” Liberty,
February 25, April 14, December 15, 1888.

2. Only two books published in the United States by
then even suggested in their titles a general treat-
ment of the subject: Anarchism: Its Philosophy and
Scientific Basis as Defined by Some of Its Apostles,
a collection of the writings of Albert Parsons and of-
hers, representing the school of communist anarchism,
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lisher had issued a good number of anarch-
ist writings, and Labadie was one of his
closest associates and friends. Yet Tucker
responded that he would help sell such a
book and would like to undertake its pub-
lication, “but I really cannot do it,” offering

no other explanation.?
Labadie’s plan was to put together a the-

oretical framework of anarchism, to present
the essence of the philosophy by consensus
of those who had adopted it. In late 1888
and early 1889, he sent out forty or fifty
letters in the hope that the nation’s anar-
chists would cooperate. Almost all were of
the individualist persuasion. The grand
scheme did not come to fruition, however.
Only 15 appear to have sent useful material.

In evaluating their lack of cooperation, it
might be pointed out that their philosoph-
ical forefather, Josiah Warren, warned that
the only way man could know liberty was
by shunning “combinations” with others.
This skepticism about institutions, Frank
Brooks has pointed out, resulted in a lack
of consensus on strategy and a failure to
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claim to land;

O anyone would be permitted to issue
money as a medium of exchange;

[J all monopolies established by law, such
as patent and copyright, would be abolished;

O all taxation would be voluntary, as with
churches, trade unions, ete.

He concluded that freedom in every walk
of life would elevate the human race to
greater happiness.

Labadie, though not a seminal anarchist
thinker, played a significant role in efforts
to publicize American individualist anarch-
ism. Undeterred by the failure of his plan
to publish a booklet on the subject, he tire-
lessly lectured, debated, pamphleteered and
churned out a steady flow of “Cranky Not-
ions” columns and letters to the editor,
which were printed in the mainstream as
well as the radical press. His revolutionary
poems also were widely printed.

Persistently and reasonably espousing the
benefits of no government at every street
corner, so to speak, Labadie almost gave
anarchism a good name in Detroit. “In his

23
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some 45 years to the cause of land reform.
It was he who contributed to anarchist
thought the occupancy-and-use concept of
land. This held that land, as the common
heritage of all mankind, should not be
owned outright but only be in temporary
possession of an individual who was occupy-
ing and using it. Now over seventy, he con-
fessed wearily that he had been identified
with so many “societies, orders, sects and
parties, and to so little purpose, that T am
tired of organizations. ... Have we not
enough of isms?”'* (Full letter pp 28-30).

Most of those Labadie contacted belonged
to the individualist school and were contri-
butors to Liberty. They agreed with Ingalls
that the use of force would bring not
anarchism, but greater despotic power.
They imagined instead an evolutionary
development of the human mind and society
which would come about through education
and other peaceable means. “When the
larva is ready to become perfect the case
splits,” as J. William Lloyd described the
unfolding.*®

14
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anarchist papers under the pseudonym
“Edgeworth,” and held that Jesus was the
first anarchist; Edwin C. Walker, publisher
of Fair Play in Valley Falls, Kansas, who
had been jailed along with Moses Harman’s
16-year-old daughter, Lillian, for violating
Kansas laws regarding cohabitation; Alfred
B. Westrup, a money reformer from Chicago,
and Dyer D. Lum, who had taken over edit-
orship of Parson’s journal, The Alarm, in
Chicago, after Parson’s arrest.

Anyone perusing the contributions for
specifics of how anarchism would work in
practice would be disappointed. For these
visionaries, it was enough to promote the
ideal. Mapping out an anarchist society
was, in any case, a contradiction in terms.
Once people were free, they would work out
a new society in accordance with natural
laws. To systematize it in advance would
be imposing a structure, not liberty at all.

Anarchism was, in addition, a negative
philosophy: no government, no laws, no
taxes, no restrictions on money or trade, no
compulsory education, no state-supported

19



c1

-123UI 9y} JO [IoUN0D [BIAUILD Y} B XIBN
Te3 Ujim JBS OUyM J03B}IGE UIOQ-[oULg
® ‘(praBQ) 9SO JMBW  JUIWYSI[QEISI
$71 JO J0SIN2axd 9[BIIAUI UB SB UOIJN[0AI
MBSAIO0J [BI9A3S ‘9010] ATBUOIIN[OADI JO SULI)

-00p © S8 WsToIeue pajussard auou a[iym
‘SIaUTR)SqR 10 , eraduay,,
a1am Ady) jey) J97j0 03 juaurirad 31 pydnoyy
[BI2A9S ‘sSB[O SUuD{Iom 9yj} JO UOWp 9} SB
[OUO0O[B PojaSdie}) SISULIOJAI [BIJOS UIUM BID
ue ul -Iayoeard UBLIB)IU[ JUSPISSIP B SBM
IS[M0 PUEB IISIUTW JIINENY B UIIQ 92U0
peU S[esul ySnoyje ‘SIoury}-eaIy JIo sorg

-S0Ude SB SIA[OSWAL) POQLIISIP [[B }SOW[Y
17’ SIIOM ]ST
-[OIBUR SB [[9M §B UO0I}IsodiIod [eIn}odjyore
uo S9Sjeal} JO JIOUINE puB ‘SMOT 48 Ul
Kyrsteatun uojSurysep e Jossejoxd B 1o9el
‘AISIPATUN BIQUN[OD JB Pajeonpa  ‘uosur
-qoY Ap19A9g UYOL J093IYdTe AYD NIOX MON
03 Joreq Awr yya paziyjyedwds oym Aqjure;
uMmo AUI JO 9pTSINO [NOS 9[SUIS B JoUI J9AW,,
pey oym ‘nofeg £Lo1aT aumgsniny Ja1oqel
‘NI0X MaN ‘oreymg woaj padurl Aay] ‘A[uors

-S9JOId  'SISIAT}OR JO([B[ 9IoM AL} ISBII IV

SRRSRSRRRRRDRRRD
uorapuvp 241

81

10] 9)0IM OUM ‘SIIBZET UIoMI3pH XIBN Uel
-o1sAyd woxy sordal PaAIadal OS[R SIpBqeT
oz A319A0d
JO S[IA? 9} [[® pue sjrem ssaowoy ‘sdurer)
spealq yorym wejshs ® ‘Suraq Awr jo £jsua)
-ur 9y} [1e Ujm,, ‘paejey 9y Moy pue ‘Umo
Aw jo jmej ou Ysnoiyj ‘yuem pue UoIININ
-sap Jo s8a1p A19A 9y} HUMP 0} PeY 9A®Y I,
uaym 9J1[ STy ur sported 231y} ayj Jo ‘yjnoi
s1y jo Aj1aaod ayj jo 9j0am oH . [nyramod
pu® Yo a3 Aq Ajruewiny jsuresde pojjruuiod
SOUILID [NJME 31[) JSUIBSE [9(al [BUId)d UB,, SB
JOsWIIY POZLI2JOBIBD 9 1 UL ‘UII93s [BIl
-ydeidolq Suraow B IpBQERT JUSS SOW[OH
95 STMIXI[ OpP 03
SI9U)0 92I0] 3. UpIp Aoyj se uol os . ‘Usmm
os Koy J1 ‘godsep ' Aq pent 3urq,, suosiad
0} jolqo pmoys auo oN . Arosmnduod
qou st diysrequiawt s Suo[ 0S ‘UOT}BZIURSIO
jo pury Lue jo sywpe, Ayoreue jey} pd
-pnouocd arpeqeT A[[EONSIUNUWINIOD JAI[ 0}
SI9UI0 UM JOBIJUO0D 0} JYSLI 9yj SNy} pue
10BIJU0D 931 JO JYSM 9} PIIUIP WSIYIIBUB
10 ordroumid ou gey} peviSe A9y, ‘Spurw
oy} jo Sureawr B payoeal pey SoWI[OH pue

TR RIS
uorapury agi



the dandelion

R e e R R R R R R R R e e e
national Working Men’s Association before
converting to anarchism, did not think
anarchy could be established through brutal
means, and predicted floridly that brutality
would “devour its own brood before moral
means and Anarchy can sway their sceptre
of Bliss.”??

British-born William T. Holmes, who hid
fugitive Chicago anarchist Albert Parsons at
his home in Geneva, Illinois, for several days
after the Haymarket bombing, and was
threatened by local townspeople with mob
violence, made the distinction between re-
olutionary views, having to do with destruc-
tion, and “constructionist” views, which
pertained to the system which would replace
the existing one. He did not rule out violence
in the revolutionary phase. Anarchy, he
held, could not result until the revolution
—peaceable or otherwise— was accomplish-
ed. He described the eventual state of
anarchy as peace, order, local self-govern-
ment, opposed in principle to force of every
kind.?

Holmes was one of the few Labadie con-
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tacted who had ties to communist, or collect-
ivist, anarchism, a doctrine subscribed to in
the United States primarily by the foreign-
born. As formulated by Peter Kropotkin,
it envisioned a stateless system of commun-
es in which the people owned the means of
production in common. They would be
rewarded not as a result of free competition,
as the individualists would have it, but “To
each according to his needs, from each ace-
ording to his ability.” The notorious Johann
Most and the Chicago anarchists associated
with the Haymarket affair espoused this
doctrine and many advocated violent tactics
to achieve it. Tucker reviled the communist
anarchists as authoritarians and referred
to them either as communists or “anarch-
ists” in quotes. In his view, anarchism and
communism contradicted each other, and
in the derisive fashion he relished, he pub-
licly called Holmes an ignoramus.”

Labadie opposed communist anarchism
because it denied the right of private owner-
ship “of the results of one’s own efforts”
(which did not include land). However, he

7



